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Preamble

The introduction of a new technology, such as theba data synchronization (GDS)
standard, is a factor of uncertainty that createssual problems in sense making for
managers and operators (Weick, 2001). As it is godus (Weick, 2001), technology is
subject to several interpretations and even misstatledings (Griffith, 1999). This is all the
more likely to be the case when many stakeholdersnaolved in sense making at different
stages of technology design, implementation, aed us

Before sense making, the initiators of the techgwylengage in “sensegiving” (Gioia and
Chittipeddi, 1991); that is, they provide an ahdtrasion of the proper use of technology that
then spreads to the stakeholders. Sensegivingeiprbcess of attempting to influence the
sensemaking of users (retailers and suppliers incase) toward a preferred redefinition of
reality. The sensemaking and sensegiving cyclesespond to periods dominated by
understandingand influenceor, in other words, cycles afognition and action (Gioia and
Chittipeddi, 1991; Gioia et al., 1994).

In addition to designers, standard setters andabqe, other significant stakeholders take part
in the struggle to make sense of new technolog@ffware companies, technology providers
(Swanson and Ramiller, 1997). These stakeholdemstitate what Swanson and Ramiller
(1997) call the “inter-organizational community,”hose efforts to make sense of new
technologies creates the organizing vision of thehnology. The latter is thefotal
community idea for the application of informaticgchnology in organizatioigSwanson
and Ramiller, 1997, p. 460).

This study seeks to shed light on the extent tochvlgictors across the inter-organizational
community have a mutual understanding of the cangepmise, and problems of the global
data synchronization standard.



Method

In our attempt to understand the essence of ther-arganizational community’s
interpretation of the GDS technology, we interviewfdty nine stakeholders who played
significant roles in developing, promoting and gsthe technology; these 59 interviewees
played key roles as representatives of their omgaioins within the GDS standard in the
French retail industry.

We started the study by reviewing the informatiofstem (theoretical and empirical)
literature about the adoption, use, and implemematof technology at the inter-
organizational level. Thus, we were able to setthgp interview guide for the different
categories of informants. At the same time, thisrditure review enabled us to conceive the
codes for exploring the collected data. All intews have been fully transcribed and lead to
2,759 minutes (46 hours) of interviews across S8rmants. Data collection took place
between March and September 2009.

12 | informants at the key informant retailer (Auchan
informants at the 5 other main French retailers
informant at the Global Commerce Initiative
informants at GS1

informants at the two main GDS worldwide datalpoo
informants at 9 IT and GDS-linked service provide

supplying informants (for example: Coca-Cola Entisgs, Nestlé, L'Oreal, Kraft
25 |Foods, Procter & Gamble, Unilever, Sara Lee, Caglric.)

59 | interviews

O NP O

We adopted a qualitative methodology based on diHade exploratory case study (Yin,
2003) since the qualitative approach is well suttednalyzing dynamic and sensitive events
(Lee, 1999), and exploratory case studies are proppate means of understanding events in
new situations (Yin, 2003), such as the adoptiothef GDS standard, the study which has
been somewhat neglected in the information systetts In effect, case studies have been
used to account for experiences and outcomes assdaevith IT introduction in organizations
(Orlikowski, 1993),

Moreover, Edmondson stated thgualitative research is a useful methodology testigate
phenomena that are not well understo(@D02, p. 131), since it enables the understandin
a phenomenon depending on the participants’ petispeand its particular social and
institutional context; this understanding is laygébst when textual data are quantified
(Kaplan and Maxwell, 1994). Thus, we hope to beéngbm the ability of qualitative
approaches to decode complex events (Miles and e 1994).

During data analysis, we did not mention the origirthe quotation (or the informant details
or the company identity). Instead, we simply idigntihe broader informant group the
informant is a part of. These groups are: a) tHermation technology community (ITC),

including GDS initiators (GS1, GCI, 1 Sync, SA2ydi providers, b) the retail community
(RC): the top five French retailers, and c) theptygsommunity (SC).



Although we will preserve the anonymity of our iniewees, representative citations from
the groups of informants from will be included thghout the document. Here, we note that
since the main interviews were done in French, theye had to be translated. At the same
time, taking into consideration our interlocutoisterest in a synthetic report that would
enable them to view the study results swiftly, vie @ur best to make this report as synthetic
and informative as possible. In the same vein,tioita will be representative of the
community sense making of the reality.

This study aims to focus not on the exciting bodlyowsiness reports about GDS (such as
those by Cap Gemini, Ernst & Young & GCI, 2002; IBBbnsulting Services, 2004) but on
the essence of what the interviewees revealed g Imeeaningful toward the adoption,
implementation and use. Yet, our main aim was tpla® the essence of the inter-
organizational community’s sense making, not tceetakquantitative perspective or describe
the entire verbatim. In effect, what matters meswhether the constructs exist. For the above
reason, quotations will not be followed by percgetaor statistics.

Finally, we will recommend some possible ways fog tnter-organizational community to
cope with the problems and to envision an optimistienario for the GDS standard in the
French retail industry. The purpose of these recentdations is neither to call into question
any community behavior nor to discourage other iptsssecommendations. In short, the aim
of this study is simply to shed light on the realite grasped at a given point in time. As a
conseqguence, our recommendations suggest the maasithe three communities can take to
set up their strategies to get the most from GDS.

N.B: This is a confidential report dedicated to thekstaolders who enabled and informed
this study. The report is based on the author&rjprtetation of the informants’ interviews,
which have been assigned to three sub-communitigserrors or omissions are our own




Introduction

Accurate product information is a cornerstone &dtrenships between retailers and suppliers.
However, flawed and inconsistent information aldhg retail supply chain has caused both
parties—especially retailers—severe financial lesda effect, suppliers share continuous
reports about their product information with rezesl. However, such communication has been
hindered by significant errors and flaws. At theneatime, the great number of products
managed by retailers makes product information mamant a major concern.

To overcome such a situation, the GDS standardbkas identified and presented to the
inter-organizational community as the cutting-edgrmedy. Our results showed that the inter-
organizational community was almost unanimous terpreting the GDS standard as the
second revolution—the first was the developmerthefElectronic Data Interchange (EDI) in
the nineteen-eighties and nineties—in supply chaamagement. GDS is expected to provide
effective solutions to crucial problems that magaaiters less efficient and less effective.

RC: “The GDS standard is clearly a revolution in the@yphain exchanges...it is expected
to be as fundamental as the Electronic Data Intange (EDI) regarding the advantages it is
expected to bring and the issues it is supposedpe witi.

To help the retail community succeed in adoptingSGthe IT community has highlighted the
extent to which GDS is a promising technology titaduld be able to enhance collaboration
all along the supply chain, leading to better penfance.

ITC: “GDS is expected digitizing the entire supply chirenable better information quality,
to reduce conflicts and to reduce writings...digit@gthe entire supply chain process enables
acquiring gains in terms of productivity, data git\aand consequently on sales”

Although there is near consensus in the inter-argéional community on the future of the
GDS standard, the adoption, implementation ancbti€DS were described as difficult, time
consuming, and complex.

RC: “We all know that adopting and using GDS is advaewag for the retailers and
suppliers. However, this is not a sufficient coioditto enable its adoption and use by
suppliers but also by retailéts

Consequently, this paper will attempt to determaiet went right and what went wrong in
the French retail industry’s experience with GD&eTmain figure at, the end of the report,
shows a synthetic picture of the revealed hurdiestd adoption, implementation and use.



I On retailers’ and suppliers’ reasons for adopting the GDS
standard

1. Improving product information

Retailers adopt GDS mainly to avoid the problemsnebnsistent, flawed, inaccurate, and
outdated product information. Retailers acknowletlys they have no formal, secure and
unique means of receiving product information frimir suppliers of manufactured goods.
For this reason, the product information availablehe supplier may be different from that
available to the retailer; it may even differ frame retail department to another (business,
logistics, accounting, and so on). Product inforarats drawn up manually, processed with
spreadsheets and then sent to the retailers’ actgdrs by email or fax. This way of
managing information has caused significant backfeant office problems for both retailers
and suppliers.

RC: “This solution is expected to generate added valuerms of data quality ... if data is
flawed and inappropriate in the beginning of themly chain, this can lead to significant
issues; for example, you can have a 110-cm flaestiTV for €1 because of an error when
writing down product informatiafy

SC. “Obviously, as a manufacturer, | would have a faidagain ... this system would send
the information to my customers in a manner thatbées accurate orders ... we wouldn’t
have the errors we have with conventional proce$ses

2. Preventing back office problems

From a back office perspective, for both retailar&l suppliers, poor product information
leads to errors in orders and invoices, excessine tspent retrieving and checking
information, duplicate efforts to share the righftormation with the right stakeholder, price
conflicts, added transaction costs to work out payts to suppliers, higher administrative
costs on both sides, transportation problems havoglo with the possible physical
incompatibility of the products with the expectedeans of transportation and thus, for
example, unexpected fuel costs.

RC: “When logistic information is incorrect because priaformation is invalid this can lead
to conflict and reduce the productivity of our baxfkice teams, because of the mistakes and
the time it will take to sort out the issue witle tbupplier ... other indirect back office issues
linked to unaccepted delivery because of conflictimiormation’

SC. “Product information that differs from one systematmther leads to many errors that
cause us to waste time checking information ... this time-consuming activity for
everybody.



3. Preventing front office problems

From a front office perspective, poor product infation can lead to inaccuracies in the
retailers’ catalogue, delivery delays, disagreesyeninventory shortages, product
unavailability, product incompatibility with theteelers’ merchandising or sales point layout,
and even failure to recognize products at checkdbese problems may lead to retailer
dissatisfaction; they may make it hard for retailter satisfy their customers.

RC: “Using GDS would enable us to avoid errors that leadront office problems with our
consumers ... many errors such as catalogue inacguranknown products, inventory
shortages ... or maintenance costs and issues sugmoasict unavailability, an unknown
Gencode, the consumer will be waiting at the casgjister ... these errors would lead to
consumer frustration and disappointmént.

SC. “GDS would enable controls over the supply chainhese controls are important
because they help us solve problems such as thiéerat refusal to accept goods

4. Cost reduction

Inaccurate product information has led to high frand back office management costs. In
effect, retailers manage millions of goods and tosts of dealing with the problems
mentioned are significant. The same holds for sappl especially for large ones, which
manage large numbers of products with a variefgrefch and international retailers.

Moreover, these shortcomings have forced retaders suppliers to allot specific resources
(human resources, time, budgets, and informatistesys) to solve problems caused by poor
product information. The problem is that thesevatitis add no value from either the retail or

the supply perspective; they thus reduce efficieanay lead to lower economic performance.
So, retailers initially welcomed a system that vaodéal with these problems. To cut costs, of
course, is the main reason both suppliers anderetdiave adopted the GDS standard.

RC: “Our databases manage millions of articles and 3@%mese articles are changed from
one year to the next by suppliers ... so what we céxjpem GDS is that the product
information will be correct through the entire opéipnal supply chain to enable proper
reception, physical dimensions consistent with vidatritten in the suppliers’ systems ... this
would enable us to save significant money thatuisently lost in administrative costs ...
many human resources are dedicated to cope withasimsues ... it would be worth trying
to set up other added value activities ... it Wakke time to convince our assistant of the utility
of the tool ... here it is worth noting that using &[does not mean any downsizing of our
administrative teams.

SC: “Avoiding product information flaws enables me thiage substantial financial savings,
less conflict...for a retailer conflict managementame like order from an administrative
point of view ... getting rid of this would be traatsld in terms of enhanced efficiency due to
the huge number of goods and items we mahage.
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5. Time saving

The retail community views the standard as an dppdy to save time. First, it would give
retailers swift access to reliable, exhaustive apeo-date product information. Second, it
would decrease the number of steps it takes tcsmmaninformation from the supplier's
databases to the retailer’s. Third, it would prévdisputes stemming from incongruent
product information. Although these disputes may oondermine relationships between
buyers and suppliers, back office resolution okéhdisputes is viewed as a waste of time.
Fourth, suppliers would no longer waste time semdint the same product information to
retailers with different formats or process requieats.

RC: “We sometimes spend hours and days fixing problarked| to product information
discrepancies between our system and the manuéasiir

SC: “From a sales perspective, buyers can now accestuptonformation more rapidly ...
before, we were obliged to write down product infation and to send it to buyers by email,
which was inappropriaté

6. Process optimization and simplification

Retailers’ processes are complex and involve stadklers all along the supply chain. Poor
information complicates these processes. The redaimunity expects the GDS standard to
simplify its processes by ensuring that reliabfermation is shared by all the departments in
a timely and cost effective manner. In short, batailers and suppliers expect to share
unique and consistent product information that withance delivery, optimize stocks, and
ensure continuous supply.

RC: “GDS was here at the right time since it enabledousall into question many outdated
intra- and inter-organizational practices and prases ... adopting GDS means asking many
guestions in many departments and services anaigttgi make things more straightforward.

SC: “We have our existing logistic processes but withSGie expect our human resources
and assistants to work out rapidly our product mfiation ... we hope to establish reliable
communication and coordination between the two sside our processes would certainly
benefit from such a change.

Taking into account the above-mentioned reasoms fle two perspectives, it seems obvious
that the initial motivations are here and haveanostl initially the industry attention toward
the adoption of the technology over the last fieang. In spite of this enthusiasm, however,
several hurdles must be cleared; they are deschoieleadv.
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II Obstacles to GDS standard adoption

1. Lostin GDS translation

Our results show that the inappropriate sense mgakirGDS are the greatest obstacle to the
adoption of the standard. Before examining thisaie, we must acknowledge that GDS is
not a mere technological artifact. Instead, it isanplex system that involves numerous
stakeholders and departments on the supply chainet as information technology actors.

GDS has been revealed is a confusing term, espewaibén it comes to such closely related
concepts as data alignment and data synchroniz&mrsome in the retail community simply
did not understand some of our questions that ubed term GDS. Clearly, then,
comprehensive knowledge of GDS is not found oretiitre supply chain community. At the
same time, GDS has undergone multiple changes éenteyears. Nonetheless, some
interviewees were familiar with ‘data synchronipatior ‘data alignment’ but fail to rise up
their interpretations about GDS and GDSN. In shedme informants lack up-to-date
knowledge of GDS. Sometimes, even with constardlirament in GDS projects and in GS1
meetings, some acknowledge that they still haveestiouble understanding some specific
technical concepts and jargon. While this didn’mdge their interpretation, it keeps them
from grasping the whole meaning.

RC: “GDS is a complex concept that should make thingpler. The problem is that many
stakeholders use jargon explain the concept; theg unformation technology terms to
businesspeople who don’t know these terms ... tipisieg why some stakeholders do not
interpret effectively the concept or don’'t managegét familiar with it

SC. “Grasping the meaning of the standard is complexheae to acquire expertise about
the standard before understanding its effécts.

ITC: “We are aware that the GDS system is technicallysied initially and might be
ambiguous for businesspeople who want clear-catjydo-use concepts.

2. Catch me if you can!

Adoption of GDS technology was and still is a retadustry initiative; after all, for the
reasons we mention in the beginning of this studg, benefits are expected to redound
initially to retailers. For this reason, suppliémslieve that French retailers should adopt the
technology before they ask suppliers to. In theesamn, suppliers report that they notice no
unanimous, regular, and significant movement ofméeretailers toward adoption of the
technology. Instead, they note isolated adoptidratives by one retailer or another or by the
IT community. So, when they see that retailerssatenaking coordinated efforts to adopt the
technology themselves, suppliers quite naturallestjon the legitimacy of the retail
community’s push for GDS adoption. Instead, supgplfeel that each retailer interprets GDS
in keeping with its own business and organizationahstraints, without any mutual
‘synchronization’ and coordination. Suppliers fé®t it is for retailers to begin a wide and
harmonized adoption of GDS.
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RC: “Retailers have the same objective: avoiding produdiormation problems.
Nevertheless, due to different constraints, wehaanly tend for the exact strategy in terms of
synchronization. We have to work further in ordepush for industry-wide GDS adoption.”

SC: “I can’'t understand why the entire French retail uistty is not aligned in terms of a
general and common policy toward GDS adoption @f/¢hey meet on a regular basis to
discuss the adoption at the industry level. Consetly, how can they ask the supply side to
adopt a system that will be fruitful for us onlyall of them have already adopted the
system?

ITC: “Each side is asking the other to get the ball ngjli... it is a collaborative technology
that should be adopted by both parties. Howevee, tétail side was the initiator of
synchronization because it manages more articlas guppliers taken separatély.

3. Searching for GDS managers

Both suppliers and retailers underscore the grapbitance of assigning a manager to deal
with GDS adoption. Indeed, adopting GDS cannot lamaged as a secondary task. As a
result of its complexity, it often used to be maeddy different stakeholders at the same
time, without permanent reporting and feedback specific management. So, managing the
adoption of GDS falls farther down the list of piites.

Our data also show the heterogeneity in retailgesvs of the most appropriate department or
manager to deal with the GDS project. Indeed, $talkiers from different departments—
information systems, logistics, data managemensiness and organization—are often
responsible for the project. Of course, these ppeagriate decisions when they are analyzed
from an individual perspective since GDS involvdk these departments. Nevertheless,
because of its nature, GDS involves these diffedspartmentsat the same time So
adopting an individual posture on a case-to-cagsppetive does away with the intrinsic
transversal nature of GDS. Moreover, the other @spigen highlighted by our results is the
possible breakdown of communication between theagars of the numerous departments
involved in GDS adoption. In short, GDS adoptiorguiees transversal cognition and
awareness; it requires awareness by top management.

RC: “GDS was initially a technical and IT-related issire our settings. Although I'm
convinced of the technical initial nature of GDSld not believe that it has to be managed by
information systems alone ... it has a business ainbaisiness people are going to use it , so
it should be managed by business people. The marsageld, however, be aware of the
appropriateness of technological choices and thierégxto which they influence business
outcomes.

SC. “We have been aware since the synchronization gderuray that it is a business
matter; we wanted to avoid misunderstandings actbesorganization. Sticking only to the
technical perspective is pointless.

ITC: “We are working hard to be able to translate thechyonization subject to each
interlocutor. We want to be able to talk to alllstholders across departments. It needs a lot
of explanations and simplificatidn.
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4. Lack of top management support

Both practitioners and academics have identifigdrt@anagement support as fundamental to
the success of project management. Managing GD®laté adoption is no exception. In

effect, our study shows that when top managementighes support the odds of the GDS’s
being adopted are much greater than when it doesSwmetimes, in fact, the absence of
sustained support from top management keeps evemmtst determined managers from
adopting the technology.

RC: “Currently, our top management does not think thet irgent ... we had a presentation
but were not convinced of our need to adopt thedsied and without top management
support we cannot invest seriously in technologypaidn”

SC. “Convincing supply side top management of the neediopt synchronization-enabled
technologies is the first step toward adoptionhef technology.

ITC: “We know that top management support is crucialur... without such support no
firm can adopt GDS.

5. Buyers’sense making of GDS

Retailers expect GDS technology to have advantiageke entire business, including buyers.
However, buyers are not the first and most direntdficiaries of the GDS standard. As it
happens, buyers are the suppliers’ main interlosutgince they manage the business
relationship and the negotiation process. Buybesn,tare the most appropriate stakeholder to
influence, in a coercive or collaborative way, digig’ decisions to adopt GDS. But our
interviewees report that most buyers did not inr®&DS as being part of their mission or
objectives. The stories we collected show that ij@cus mainly on negotiation, requests
for quotation, sourcing, and other core businesisiies. After all, buyers are evaluated by
their managers on these criteria, not on theiritgbib persuade suppliers to invest in a
particular technology.

While large firms are convinced of the need to adGDS, small- and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs), the majority of French compariave yet to be convinced of the need
to adopt technologies that cross organizationahfaties. The failure of buyers to commit to
the GDS project, then, is yet another obstacleffiect, sales managers at suppliers consider
their buyers their main interlocutors; any messagesouraging adoption coming from
stakeholders other than the buyer are meaningéssthere is no interaction between these
stakeholders and suppliers.

What usually happens in the retail industry, of reey is that GDS managers attempt to
persuade buyers, but it turns out that is usualbtl@er buyer or the buyer's manager who is
most likely to be more persuasive. In short, buyeten and interpret effectively other
buyers’ discourse because it avoids technical jaad focuses on their interests and core
business needs.

RC: “Data synchronization is going to cost suppliersgerms of investments, especially with
IT providers ... without the buyers’ intervention gligrs won’t be motivated to invest money

14



and resources in this technology. The fact is thaters are the first stakeholders who deal
with suppliers; it's their role to encourage suclojects. Of course, we do not ask them to
change the core of their business; rather, theyukhbe more aware of the extent to which IT
can benefit their mission even if it's only in adirect way'

SC. “The buyer is the only stakeholder who can influesagnificantly technology
adoption...it is the buyer who manages the busiredationship and the negotiation procéss

ITC: “In some cases, with some retailers, you can findc@@ams that report to the master
data manager. The problem is that suppliers usudtyn’'t know these people, since their
main interlocutors are the buyers. Yet, they are Huyers who intervene in day-to-day
business and order goods and services from sugplier it's not even the buying
manager...accordingly, suppliers in many cases dieetl with the people who can influence
the most their decision, | mean the buydise problem with the buyers is that they do not
benefit directly from GDS technology ... it is the@y chain that is expected to get the most
out of this technology. Buyers should be involvedabse of their natural position as the
suppliers’ main interlocutors

6. The business versus the IT perspective

GDS was initially a technical term having to do lwithe harmonization of business data.
Because of its technical roots, some mistakenlyiebel that it has purely technical

repercussions. In fact, our informants declarednumausly that it is primarily a business

issue with a technical and information systems #ation. This result means that the
technology main perspective is to serve businesplpalealing with business opportunitiers
and concerns. So, confining GDS project managentetéchnical departments can lessen
understanding of the project.

RC: “Sticking to the technological perspective alonesesuproblems understanding the
technology’s business promise ... technology istiestool; the most important thing is how
it would respond to my business concerns.”

SC. “What is GDS? | understand the simple concept & dignment but GDS is ambiguous
for me. Speaking in only technical terms is an ertbe tool has to be understood by
everybody.

ITC: “This is our challenge: to provide the right teclomy to meet our customers’ business
needs. The technology has to be translated intméss and practical ternis.

7. Organizational change

Data from both suppliers and retailers showed &a€ is a significant project that requires
heavy investment in time, money, software, hardwanel human resources. Designating an
organization-wide “GDS manager,” in both commursitiss an urgent need. For a number of
reasons, however, organizational change can hagpuethen implies the modification of the
GDS governance leading to a slowdown in the GD$@alo, a delay in the project or even
stopping the adoption process.
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RC: “Changing the manager who has been dealing wittsynehronization project from the
beginning caused time to be wasted. It took a lang for top management to set up the new
configuration of the team that will handle the dyranization project.

8. Failure to share synchronization experiences

Our data show that GDS is a complex technology, @tleption of which requires the

cooperation of many stakeholders. However, differdepartments can have different
synchronization experiences without systematicdiclosing best or worst practices. This
failing is largely due to the absence of a “GDS ag®er” who can guide organization-wide
adoption of the technology, makes it impossiblddaefit from the experience of others and
enables organizational learning.

RC: “There are different synchronization experiencesh wiifferent formats in numerous
departments and services. However, there is noueniganagement of all these experierices.

9. Costs and the return on investment (ROI) imperative

Like any project, GDS necessitates investment aadagement; as always, a rapid return on
investment is required. The problem is that the mlewity of the GDS project and its
involvement in a number of interrelated back offesed front office processes precludes this
rapid return. Adoption of the standard is also \w&dvas synonymous with financial costs that
SMEs find hard to bear. Retailers, it seems, hawemdency to recommend technologies that,
in the short term, fail to provide suppliers a reton investment. Moreover, our informants
stated that, because of their limited financiabueses, SMEs cannot systematically send their
representatives to GS1 meetings. Yet all stakeh®ldecognized that these meetings are
crucial, since they make it possible to discussftitere orientation of GDS in the French
retail industry.

RC: “For a long time, the question was about ROI. Tovomwe our top management to
dedicate human and financial resources, we carst gay it's the next major fashion or trend
in the supply chain. The problem is that the mainlies, such as the Cap Gemini Business
case, do not stress a specific case of one or fmech firms that invested in GDS and got
an ROI”

SC. “SME firms dot have the huge financial resources$ tiaa be dedicated to technologies
such as GDS...not all suppliers can attend GS1 inteetor share other big suppliers’ or
retailers’ experiences.

ITC: “The problem is that some suppliers, notably SMEsepee us as being a kind of tax
that they have to pay ... the key issue is that dded value is not entirely perceived ... some
suppliers say: you are a tax, you cost a lot and gon’t provide added value for my business
... hopefully, we work to avoid such false interptieta”
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10. Qualitative promises

Most of the promises made by the IT community weseceived as qualitative, almost never
guantitative. For example, business reports thaitime general benefits, such as streamlining
the supply chain or improving back office produttfivare almost meaningless for managers
who must decide the extent to which they will inves GDS. In difficult economic times,
these qualitative promises make less sense foatpeal managers and top managers, who,
in such times, are more than ever in search ofrebmcempirical gauges of the efficiency of
their businesses.

The retail community stated that the documentapoovided by such entities as Global
Commerce Initiative and GS1 played key roles irpimgl convince top management and in
kicking off the GDS project. All the same, now thatailers are struggling to get suppliers to
adopt GDS and with other practical challenges, theyld like to see empirical studies of the
guantitative outcomes of GDS use on both ends @fstipply chain. The retail community
believes that quantitative results alone will batspowers to persuade its supply base and to
ensure broader adoption of the standard.

RC: “There was an initial case study done by Cap Gemammissioned by GS1, to show the
extent to which adopting and using GDS can be faioi2 to business...this business case was
extremely useful initially...the problem is that #aggomises are still qualitative ... we need
empirical, concrete quantitative examples of firthat invested in GDS and the extent to
which it helped them reduce inefficiencies.

SC: “It is not easy to meet quantitative expectationthenfirst stages of the project ... it is
very complex, since plural processes and deparsremetinvolved.

ITC : “Retailers saw the benefits linked to digitizatiow avere thus determined to adopt such
technology. However, at first glance, the benefit&DS are less obvious, less tangible.

11. The economic downturn

The recent economic downturn has bred a lack aftegrc vision that has kept some top
managers from making investments not essentidldin turrent core business. GDS projects
were among the investments that were frozen. M@egown some cases, GDS is still

perceived as not vital to global retail/supply Imesss; it is perceived simply as a technological
artifact that might have some benefits but whosdization is not necessary. In these gloomy
economic times, then, the GDS project has beerppostl indefinitely. Some explain that

they need time to see how those how early adopteutd take advantage from GDS while

hoping that until this time, the crisis would besov

RC: “Clearly, in troubled economic times, the trendascut expenses and investments that
are not crucial in the short run. GDS can be untisrd by some retailers as one of these
non-essential investments...however, if we figuretlmatt some players get advantage from
the system...then we’ll think it oVer

ITC: “The economic crisis was not helpful for synchramzraenabled technologies ... some
suppliers, SMEs in particular; think that our sex@s do not bring rapidly ROI.
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12. Firm size

Another hurdle to clear before GDS can be adopgeitsirelative lack of appeal to SMEs.
Adopting GDS is clearly beneficial to large corparas, with the large number of products
they manage in conjunction with retailers. Howe\®vJEs may view the smaller number of
goods they manage as an obstacle to the adoptiGD8f since the expected benefits would
redound primarily to the retailer.

RC: “It's more difficult to convince SMEs because theyndt see how GDS will benefit them
directly ... their limited number of articles can &i{p this situation. However, we still need
their help to realize the expected benefits ofststent

SC:. “Obviously, it's easier for a large supplier to addpDS than for an SME. These firms
need financial support that is sometimes lacking, 1 many cases, SME perceive
synchronization not following the standard perspectbut following the simple web forms
perspective

ITC: “The problem is that GDS is expected to offer acdhged to improve the firm's back
office. While these advantages can provide valuabkeomes in the front office, they may
only make sense to large firms. However, smalldido not see the benefit of investing in
back office issues since they want concrete anctrate returns on investmerits.

13. Forced to collaborate

GDS has been presented to the entire inter-orgamizd community as a collaborative
standard that would, to the benefit of all, synciwe business data along the supply chain.
But some suppliers, especially SMEs, see nothiliglmmrative about GDS adoption. Some
suppliers even reported that their interlocutorsydns, exerted coercive pressure; they were
given an ultimatum: adopt the technology or beateje.

SC. “I don’t think that most buyers got the messagéetechnology being collaborative. We
don’t see any enhancement in our business reldtipesWorse, some force their suppliers to
adopt the system using threats of stopping relatiges if they do not do So.

ITC: “some in the retail community pressured suppliesdopt the GDS standard.

While adoption is believed to be the most significstep to benefiting from the technology,

the implementation and the effective use of GDSa#se challenges. In the following section,
we describe these particular challenges.
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III Obstacles to the implementation and use of the GDS
standard

1. Co-existence of multiple synchronization formats

The adoption of the GDS standard was the suprenms gb both retail and supply
communities, as it is the ultimate solution to mamjor business problems. However, caught
up by everyday problems, the retail community haspsed plural ways of synchronization to
enable all categories of suppliers to synchrortiegr tdata. While the co-existence of different
forms of synchronization was motivated by a desoefree suppliers from costly GDS
investments, the supply community views this cetrice as confusing and as a serious
obstacle to the adoption of the standard.

By the same token, suppliers indicate real syndhation operations have rarely taken place,
and that when they do it is almost always for dlegmods. Promotion, the other mainstay of
the business, is based almost entirely on poipeiot (P2P) synchronization. This detail is
viewed by the supply community as a way to negetie use of the technology and to
circumvent the standard.

Some in the IT community view P2P solutions as parational mean of satisfying data
alignment requirements until a critical mass of @igps and retailers adopts the GDS
standard. Others believe that they are a sophisticamean of getting around the standard,
which has always been the ultimate goal, and thasymng P2P solutions would delay
implementation of the GDS standard indefinitely.

RC: “Retailers have operational business needs and th& mmportant thing is to get the
data synchronized ... the different synchronizatmssibilities are a solution to product
information problems. But they are an obstaclenm®real standard.

SC. “It is abnormal that we still lost in different symonization formats. During GS1
meetings, the message is to converge as soon sibleosn the real standard. Using the P2P
system is a way of getting around the real stand&¥@ are far from adopting the real
standard

ITC: “The co-existence of many synchronization-enabledais can be perceived as both an
opportunity and a hurdle ... those who are seeking gBDS may see P2P solutions and
others such as web forms as hurdles toward thedatanadoption ... some think promotion is
better achieved through P2P, since GDS is not neayet. There are two types of data flow:
permanent-based information and promotion- basddrimation. 80% of the data flow is
promotion-based information and not all stakehotdean tolerate pitfalls or issues due to the
significant financial stakes. Thus, the GDS is u@doermanent-based information ... this
way of doing things circumvents standard use ané@neestruggling between these two ways
of synchronizing data.
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2. Making sense of the IT providers’ offers

The introduction of GDS was viewed by IT servicepders as a significant opportunity for
setting up new business models or enlarging egsimes. Because of the emergent aspect of
the market, however, the variety of value addetlises offered by these providers makes it
harder for some suppliers to choose. Suppliers atkaowledge that they need IT providers
to give simplified sense of GDS and synchronizagoabled technologies for business
people. At the same time, the ITC highlighted ted to avoid driving down prices and
services through a pure focus on the techniquetl@darelessness of the business added
value.

RC: “In synchronization technologies, IT firms have id@d an opportunity to set up and/or
extend their business models. Some suppliers paggst with the appropriate choice.

SC. “Understanding all the offers and services linkedyochronization and GDS suggested
by the IT players is difficult. Between all playeasd everything else, we can be lost in
choosing the right technical solutién.

ITC: “Several of us are involved in the GDS standard etadnd there are two main
problems. The first is that some opted for low-enstiels and this can drive down prices for
all IT services based on GDS. The second is tleaethre many firms that suggest different
approaches to delivering added value for GDS inmestts and customers (suppliers) may get
confused. Which solution is better? Why? What iaitghould we take into account to make a
decision about the solution to choo%e?

3. Technical problems

Technical problems were blamed for delays in GDS§jgats in both retail and supply

communities. Indeed, partly because of these pnahlémplementation of GDS is viewed as
a long and sometimes never-ending process, of wamghthe initial investment in time and

resources is known. The problem with implementatisnthe number of stakeholders
(suppliers, retailers, and IT providers) involved]arge number that can make it hard to
identify the best way to solve technical problemsaddition, both retailers and suppliers rely
on complex information systems that do not lenanigeves to swift adoption of GDS.

RC: “Technical problems caused projects to be droppédally. The problem is that you
start tests with suppliers and with these problemms lose motivation ... the problem is that
you may see no end in sight to the implementatiahyau get discouragéed.

SC. “It is a complex technology that contains complesues when moving to the
implementation phase, especially in the initialgats ... the IT provider's help is important
here”

4. Specific attributes of retailers
Sending out standardized information for the entatil community and thus coping with

retailers’ specificities was one of the major bessm aims of GDS. However, some retailers
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use GDS but, at the same time, ask their suppiterseet other specific information needs.
Suppliers had trouble understanding why retailermahd the standard and, at the same time,
ask them to deviate from it.

RC: “This is our community’s problem. We have troubtérggup agreements that would be
applied by the entire community ... this is theecégr example, for attributes, since some can
have their own specificitié’s.

SC: “No retailer is really applying the standard as ftosild be ... for me, this is the major
obstacle. In the end, even with synchronizationsieneed to meet some retailers’ specific
needs in terms of attributes. This will lead to death of the standard

5. The number of attributes

French stakeholders in GDS, including the repredmes of the three communities, decided
to opt for a rich format that integrates a largenber of attributes. The idea was to have a
comprehensive standard that would meet all businesds, while laying the foundation for
future uses such as RFID (radio frequency idemtifd®)) and mobile commerce. Our
interviewees said that this choice was responsibbldelays in the implementation of GDS.

RC: “Contrary to the American way of adopting GDS, Freuhas chosen to include a much
bigger number of attributes in order to provide maneaning to the system and to enable
other future potential use. This can explain whyspent so much time for make the GDS a
reality in Francé.

SC. “Yes, the number of attributes was a parameter wetbaope with when starting the
synchronization work with our first major retailer. some think that it was a hurdle, but |
don’t”

ITC: “It's the main difference with the American contéidre, the number is higher because
France has a long-term perspective not just for GId8ption. The aim is to benefit from the
system for future applications such as RFID anditea@mmmerceg

6. Getting around GDS

Some suppliers reported that they have respondestdiders’ encouragement to adopt GDS.
But they were surprised to continue receiving infation requests through media—email,
fax—that GDS was supposed to supersede. Some sip@ven said that, months after
completion of GDS, some retailers were not using it

SC: “The problem is that we are connected but our retailcontinue to ask for product
information by email. It's just getting around tlsgstem In another context, we have a
retailer we’'ve been connected with for several menbut it just doesn’t use the system.

ITC: “20 to 25 suppliers use the real GDS. However, asstandard is still imperfect sales
assistants still have to complete data synchromnathrough systems such as web forms or
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P2P synchronization ... with this last solution, digsp avoid making other data writings ...
the problem is that the GDS standard is circumwhte

IV Best GDS practices and means of coping with GDS problems
We highlight below practices that would help orgations adopt GDS and use it effectively.

1. Best GDS practices

1.1 Top management support

Retailers and suppliers agree that top managenmelerstanding and consistent interpretation
of GDS outcomes are the main ingredients in sudeadoption and use of the standard:
they determine the resources that will be madelahai for the project. At the same time,

including buyers in the process was identified &syacondition.

RC: “We tried hard to prepare a presentation to conviagetop management and it worked
... we were aware that such support is crucial topim of GDS’

SC. “Our top management played a key role in GDS adoptioit was involved from the
start in the GDS steering committee ... this invokmnenabled us to access the necessary
resources’

ITC: “Top management support is crucial for GDS adoptiomwith the integration of formal
objectives for buyers to facilitate and support Gadbption and implementation, it would
work”

1.2 GDS management

Once the top management support for the GDS prggesecured, the appropriate manager
must be chosen. Since GDS is interdisciplinary,iofarmants believe that the GDS manager
must have both technical and business expertiseogdig the right team to help the manager
is also a fundamental step in seeing the projeoutih.

RC: “It wasn’t the case initially but because of thdaglis faced in the first synchronization
endeavor, we realized that GDS was a transversgept that needed a cross-functional team
aware of the fundamental importance of combiningifess and IT

SC. “If we want GDS to succeed, it is necessary to biaggther all the key stakeholders to
work on the project ... we had people from informasgystems, logistics, the supply chain,
organization ... we were lucky since our top managemnested our enthusiasm for GDS and
enabled a rich team to work togettier
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1.3 Business process reengineering (BPR)

Some of our informants were aware of the extemthiwh the GDS standard, as a result of its
transverse nature, is an opportunity to call inbesjion current business processes. Indeed,
GDS is not simply an IT matter; it has implicatiaos almost all organizational departments.
So, although the original objective was not to mgieeer business processes, some
interviewees stated that their organizations can @GBS to analyze their current processes
and think about BPR operations.

RC: “We are starting a BPR experience at the organipalidevel...it is not the direct
consequence of GDS. However, some questions/chedldimked to GDS would be answered
by this project.

SC. “Since the initial project deployment, | spoke te thperational committee about the
value of internal information. Consequently, weided to look into the extent to which GDS
deployment would enable BPR.

ITC: “Our mission is not only to enable our customersuse synchronization-enabled
technologies. Rather, we work hard to help our @ustr get the most out of GDS ... for that
reason; we assist our customers with key questemgrging from the technology we
provide’

1.4 Buyers’ involvement

Our informants said that, even though buyers ateh@primary beneficiaries of GDS, they
play a key role. In effect, their privileged positias the first direct interlocutor of suppliers
gives them the ability to influence suppliers’ tatties and to persuade them to take part in
joint IT projects such as GDS. Consequently, thailexs which convinced their buyers to
invest in promoting GDS found their suppliers midtely to adopt the technology.

RC: “Generally, our buyers were not involved in the G§ect ... they think that it's not

their business. However, some key buyers’ managederstood the technology and were
aware of the fundamental role buyers play in GD&nethough they are not the primary
beneficiaries. Buyers are the suppliers’ major rideutors and have to be aware of
everything that happens from all perspectives. Blymanagers, who sponsored GDS,
helped us by spreading the word to buyers

SC. “I believe that GDS is one of the main things taliseussed by our sales managers and
the retailers’ buyers ... it is so important for botii us. We expect better collaboration
between the two sides and this won’t be possilitgowi including GDS in their agenda

ITC: “The retailers that got the most from GDS are thokese buyers were involved from

the beginning of the process. Their buyers wereeored with the success of the system ...
I've seen this happen several times ... It can hangi¢ations on sale’s.
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1.5 Connecting business and IT

All our informants made known that GDS is chieflybasiness issue founded on IT
infrastructure and techniques. So, although thgeptonay be rooted in IT logic, its aims are
commercial, and for this reason it requires theolwement of both business (suppliers,
buyers, etc.) and IT stakeholders. One successdgtipe involves systematic interaction, in
formal settings, of business and IT stakeholders.

RC: “Thinking that GDS was a purely technological issws a great mistake ... IT is just
the tool that serves business purposes ... the ne@/t&&m is aware of this and is trying hard
to get the people from sales and IT to work togethe

SC. “Technology is important but in the end it is justoal. In our firm, all departments
involved talk to each other ... we plan formal oceasito communicate

ITC: “GDS must be understood as key solution from thimésss perspective and from the IT
perspective ... in the end it is just a tool that/esrbusiness neetis

1.6 The role GS1 and the GDS Tour de France

The inter-organizational community believes unanisip that GS1 plays a key role in the
success of GDS in the French retail industry. G&&y all, is largely responsible for standard
design, upgrades, and so on. The documents, basiasss, and videos produced by GS1 and
made available to the inter-organizational comnuniso help generalize GDS and other
standardization matters.

In 2008, with the help of representatives fromititer-organizational community, GS1 set up
meetings and presentations trough the 2008 GDS deutrance to promote the benefits of
GDS and encourage its use. The 2008 GDS Tour deé&naceived significant attention; it

played a key role in promoting GDS to SMEs. Thismderatization of GDS enabled SMEs to
grasp the essence of GDS and its possible randfigabn their business.

RC: “GS1 has been playing a key role in establishing®S standard ... the Tour de
France increased awareness of GDS. It would be veeyesting to have similar events in the
future to spread the word

SC: “Size is a major factor in GDS adoption. Initial§yMEs were less likely to perceive the
benefits of GDS. Through endeavors such as the @eufrance, the community can meet
these suppliers. | think that it's not easy to te&MEs through conventional media ... events,
such as GDS Tour de France, are more appropriate
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1.7 Customized offers

Synchronization of product information on the emiiength of the supply chain has enabled
the emergence of a new market for information tetdgy whose goal is to meet the needs of
suppliers and retailers. Aware that the cost of Gy be prohibitive for SMEs, IT providers
suggested offers tailored to the firms’ size, budaged synchronization needs. However,
some in the IT community fear that dropping prigesl offering low-cost strategies in
response to reduced investment budgets can hawye sbort-term benefits and that this
response would make it harder to provide anythithgrothan mere synchronization, with no
added business value. And business value, of cosradat retailers and suppliers expect.

RC: “I don’t think that SMEs and large suppliers havenest the same resources to get the
most from GDS ... IT solutions must be tailored éodilze and the constraints of suppliérs

SC. “I believe that IT providers are doing a good job fmytting forward offers that are
tailored to suppliers’ expectations and budgethédwise, SMEs would not adopt GDS

ITC: “Initially, we were key players in the emerging $yoaization-enabled technologies
markets. We noticed new entrants with other offerghis is competition. However, when
such competition starts bringing prices signifidgndown, and only to enable basic
synchronization with no added value, it endangées éntire market. In troubled economic
times, taking this market down may confuse cust®mbring down the prices for

synchronization services, and make it hard to selfled-value services. We realize that
suppliers need customized solutions, but custoghtrres not mean a low-cost perspective

1.8 Return on investment

Having the possibility of proving on the ground #ent to which the GDS technology can
help organizations coping with their supply issubspugh return on investments calculation
and estimations, was identified as a very importaerion that makes sense toward all the
inter-organizational community. The IT providersigthwere able to do so had success with
their customers since they were able to transkeesynchronization enabled technology in a
business solution able to trigger added value .h&tdame time, our informants think that in
addition to IT providers, they expect GS1 to previty examples of firms that adopted GDS
and have had success. For such mission, they Wigeldip to date quantitative reporting of

French firms across different settings (SME, bigiers, retailers)

RC: “It was the first criterion for top management. Apraject team, we have to show our
ability to make this calculation for those who alide resources. Succeeding in the initial
evaluation of ROI, giving the main indicators, igical to GDS adoptiorf

SC. “ROI is extremely important. However, it's not efmysuppliers to estimate ROI since
GDS is based on numerous stakeholders and depagmenvill take some time before the
return on GDS investment can be determined. Atstme time, we know that we have to
move forward and to adopt the systém
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ITC: “My company offers the possibility to calculate apgmately the ROI for retailers and
suppliers ... not all the IT providers can do that we realized that this constitutes a
competitive advantage since ROI is crucial for goawmg IS managers and top management
to invest and to allocate resources to IT projextsh as GDS3

1.9 GDS and the green supply chain

Green management is a currently fashionable anthdes linked to GDS. Some interviewees
acknowledge that optimization of supply data coadimize transportation and thus reduce
carbon emissions. Indirectly, GDS can also nuddailees and suppliers toward greener
practices, in line with their possible social andporate responsibility initiatives.

RC: “GDS will enable us to use transportation in ancegfit way ... indirectly, this would
enable us to benefit the environment ... it's intémgsto see that IT can benefit the
environment

SC. “Obviously, GDS can enable optimization of delivefa retailers...green effects can be
expected

ITC: “Let’'s imagine a retailer who is planning to pick tipe ordered products from the
supplier's plant and imagine that they share d#far information about the pallet
dimensions; the retailer may use more trucks thecessary and release more €0

In the following section, we recommend several wiayshe inter-organizational community
to take greater advantage of GDS. They are by remm#he only ways of doing things;
indeed, they may need to be tailored to provideaddit for each stakeholder.

2. Means of coping with GDS problems

The adoption problems Solutions

Lost in GDS translation Writing business-focused@utnent that simplifies the GDS concept,
main related stakeholders and terms to the inigarorational
community (within and between all stakeholders).

Organizing added-value initiatives similar to tH008 GDS Tour d¢
France.”

Arranging unified adoption initiatives that involvall the retail
community and avoiding separate initiatives.

Enabling wide access to reporting linked to the @&&ktings, events,
and initiatives (national and international) thrbufroadcasting o
GS1 website to the largest possible supplier haskiding SMEs.

—

Catch me if you can It is up to the retail communit show its commitment to GDS. Onge
major retailers have adopted GDS, it will be up ttee supply
community follow suit.

Looking for GDS managers Choosing a manager who deal with both business and |T
communities.
Choosing a GDS team that represents all the depattndirectly ang
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indirectly linked to GDS.
Rewarding the GDS team for concrete efforts to menGDS becaus
of the expected business benefits.

[¢)

Lack of top managemer
support

itUsing ROI schemes to convince top management otpertance of
the GDS standard not only in the long run but aisihe short run.
Looking for the help of an IT provider/consultinignf able to provide
measures based on empirical and quantitative scales

Ensuring regular feedback to top management toagiee continuou
support.

|92}

Buyers’ sense making ¢
GDS

fEnabling buyers to understand and promote GDS ¢ gupplying
interlocutors.

Giving buyers incentives to do so since it inclubesh sense makin
(interpreting the phenomenon) and sense-givingides (influencing
others’ behavior).

The business versus the
perspective

technology not only in their organizations but alaoross thei
organizational boundaries (GS1 operations, meesngh as the GD
Tour de France).

ITAsking buyers already aware of and supportive oSG® promote the

[92)

Organizational change

Choosing experienced GDS gesnto avoid changes in proje

ct

management. Otherwise, ensure effective reportiagthe new|
manager.
Failure to share Using the management team to learn from otherstakes and tc

synchronization experience

saccelerate the learning process at the organizdtievel.

Costs and ROI perspective

Asking IT providers fobeit help working out ROl schemes f
accurate and reliable ROI calculations for top nganaent

Qualitative promises

Turning qualitative promisatoiquantitative promises. Being aweé
that this work transcends mere synchronization iareh added-valu
consulting service that needs to be rewarded sihara

\re

D

Economic downturns

Economic downturns can be the for top managers to ask questi
they previously had no time for. GDS figures amalngse question
because all the experts estimations. Signs of amasgic rebound
should encourage firms that fear no return on G¥8gtment.

bnNs

2]

Firm size

Giving SMEs incentives.
Organizing joint initiatives in the retaill commupitto reach the
community rapidly and in a cost-effective manner.

Forced to collaborate

Reminding buyers of the baltative nature of the GDS technology

The implementation/use
problems

Solutions

Co-existence of multiple
standard formats

2 Trying to avoid the confusing co-existence of npléiformats through
joint retailers’ initiatives that harmonize theynghronization needs.

Organizational rules that invalidate product infatian transmitted by
means other than GDS.

Making sense of I

providers’ offers

Translating GDS into business terms rather thahnieal terms for
retail and supply-side stakeholders.

Setting up alliances between IT providers on thecsic GDS
perspective.

Technical problems

GS1 endeavors helped firms &ramme these hurdles. Founding
GDS knowledge management database at the indestl/Wwould help
resolve recurrent technical problems.

Specific retailers’ attributes

Reaching agreememider GS1 supervision between the supply

and

the retail communities.
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The number of attributes A strategic choice, thidedon will be hard to change. However,
sticking to the only accepted attributes would hsippliers move
forward in their synchronization policy.

Getting around GDS Reporting to the GDS team allsynchronization experiences in firmns
and setting up a “GDS charter” to promote the dffecuse of the
technology.

V After GDS: RFID, mobile commerce?

Our informants identify RFID and m-commerce asttien future opportunities from which
the French retail industry can benefit after it tedbe challenge of GDS. In effect, the retall
community and the IT community have similar expgeotes about the extent to which GDS,
as a result of the data it manages, can generdesladlue externalities. This optimistic view
of RFID and m-commerce, however, is not shared by $upply community. These
developments are viewed as costly; for this comigutiie business benefits in the medium
and long term are unclear.

RC: “Clearly, the success of GDS is a keystone for thierd success of promosing
technologies such as mobile commerce and RFID...®@8d furnish the ideal database for
sharing the critical information both retailers asdippliers negd

SC: “I have heard about RFID and m commerce intiativeErance...but due to their costs
and lack of perceived benefits, their adoptionah on the supply community agefida

ITC: “Undoubedlty, these are the technologies of thedutGDS success is a fundamental
condition for envioning RFID and m commeétce
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